
From: Tom McCormick <tommccormick@mac.com> 

Sent: Tuesday, March 13, 2018 4:00 PM 

To: MacCready, Paul 

Cc: Countryman, Ryan; Mock, Barb; McCrary, Mike; Dobesh, Michael 

Subject: Point Wells -- Design Review Board recommendation re Building 

Heights 

Attachments: Exhibits #1, #2, and #3.pdf 

 

To: Snohomish County Design Review Board 

 

Working with a coalition of residents and organizations opposing the current scale of the 

proposed Point Wells Urban Center, I respectfully request that the Design Review Board make 

the following written recommendation to PDS and the applicant: 

 

DESIGN REVIEW BOARD RECOMMENDATION 

 

If the maximum building height for the proposed Point Wells Urban Center is determined 

to be 90 feet (requiring that 19 buildings taller than 90 feet be reduced in height), then, to 

retain the tiered approach employed in the applicant’s 2017 amended plans, provide that 

the 26 buildings shorter than 90 feet shall remain the height shown in the 2017 amended 

plans or preferably be reduced in height (but shall not be increased in height), as follows: 

— NORTH VILLAGE  

NV-L1 (3 stories), NV-L2 (5 stories), NV-L3 (5 stories);  

— CENTRAL VILLAGE 

CV-L1 (3 stories), CV-L2 (3 stories), CV-L3 (3 stories), CV-L4 (3 stories), CV-L5 (3 

stories), CV-L6 (3 stories), CV-L7 (5 stories), CV-L8 (5 stories), CV-L9 (5 stories), CV-

L10 (5 stories), CV-L11 (6 stories), CV-L12 (6 stories), CV-L13 (6 stories);   

— SOUTH VILLAGE 

SV-L1 (3 stories), SV-L2 (3 stories), SV-L3 (3 stories), SV-L4 (3 stories), SV-L5 (3 

stories), SV-L6 (4 stories), SV-L7 (4 stories), SV-T5 (8 stories), SV-T6 (8 stories); and  

— URBAN PLAZA 

UP-T4 (8 stories). 

 

I. Background — The Development Code’s 90-foot maximum building height. 

 

Nineteen buildings in the proposed Point Wells Urban Center (the project) exceed the 90-foot 

height limit contained in Snohomish County Code 30.34A.040(1)(2011 version). The Code 

provides that,  

 

"The maximum building height in the UC zone shall be 90 feet.”  

 

The Code also provides a narrow exception, whereby the hearing examiner may approve a 

building height increase up to an additional 90 feet "when the project is located near a high 

capacity transit route or station.” Opponents maintain that this exception does not apply because 
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there is no high capacity transit stop at or near Point Wells. The closest high capacity transit stop 

is miles away.  

 

In 2015, recognizing that the applicant’s original 2011 plans included 19 buildings taller than 90 

feet, and that no high capacity transit stop existed at Point Wells, the County’s department of 

Planning and Development Services (PDS) advised the applicant of the possibility that the 

maximum building height might be 90 feet. According to public records that I have received, 

PDS discussed the issue with the applicant and its consultant(s) during at least twelve conference 

calls during 2015. Apparently the applicant realized that a 90-foot height limit was a real 

possibility. On July 17, 2015, the applicant submitted to PDS its alternate 90-foot plans, five 

pages prepared by the applicant’s architect depicting what the project would look like if the 

maximum building height were 90 feet (copy attached as Exhibit #1).  

 

Almost two years later, on April 17, 2017, the applicant resubmitted its architectural plans and 

other application materials to PDS (the applicant's "2017 amended plans"). Just like its original 

2011 plans, the applicant’s 2017 amended plans included 19 buildings taller than 90 feet.   

 

After reviewing the 2017 amended plans, PDS challenged the applicant to explain why it thinks 

it should be able build 19 buildings taller than 90 feet at Point Wells. In PDS's Oct. 6, 2017 

Review Completion Letter sent to the applicant, PDS told the applicant that it “must" answer the 

question of whether Point Wells is near a high capacity transit route or station, and identify 

"specific high capacity transit route(s) or station(s) that would meet this requirement.” (Copy of 

pages 32-33 is attached as Exhibit #2). So far, the applicant has failed to comply with the 

County’s directive, leaving a cloud over the applicant's plans for 19 buildings taller than 90 feet. 

If, as expected, the maximum building height at Point Wells is determined to be 90 feet because 

there is no high capacity transit stop at or near Point Wells, the applicant will need to reduce the 

height of the 19 buildings to 90 feet or less. 

 

II. Design and massing failure — The applicant’s 2015 alternate 90-foot plans. 

 

It is not your job, as members of the Design Review Board, to decide whether the maximum 

building height at Point Wells is 90 feet. The hearing examiner will decide that. But it is your job 

to make recommendations on design and massing issues, among others.  

 

It is appropriate for you to examine and make recommendations regarding the applicant’s 2015 

alternate 90-foot plans because of the likelihood that the maximum building height at Point 

Wells is 90 feet (see discussion above). As building heights are an element of design and 

massing, it is appropriate to examine whether the applicant’s 2015 alternate 90-foot 

plans represent an acceptable design and massing for the project’s 45 buildings.  

 

Before examining the applicant's 2015 alternate 90-foot plans, let’s review the design and 

massing of the applicant’s 2017 amended plans with 19 buildings taller than 90 feet. Please see 

Exhibit # 3 (copy attached), which includes a page from the applicant’s 2017 amended plans that 

I marked to show the number of stories in each of the project’s 45 buildings. The shortest 

buildings are in front nearest the water, with 11 of them being just three stories tall (that’s about 

25% of the project's 45 buildings). In the Central and South Villages, the next row of buildings 



farther from the water is slightly taller, at five stories (Central Village) and four stories (South 

Village). And the third row in the Central Village is six stories. In contrast, the 19 towers taller 

than 90 feet (ranging from 10 to 17 stories) are farther inland behind the shorter buildings. The 

architectural plans employ a tiered approach, with the tall towers in the rear and the shorter 

buildings in front nearest the water.  

 

The tiered approach submitted by the applicant’s architect is presumedly a best practice 

architectural design for large mixed-use projects on the water’s edge. It preserves views for 

many of the residential units in the rear towers, and it avoids an unattractive, "dormitory 

style" development with buildings all the same height. 

 

Now, let’s analyze the design and massing of the applicant’s 2015 alternate 90-foot plans. The 

applicant’s architect created the alternate 90-foot plans by starting with the applicant’s original 

2011 plans, which are similar to the 2017 amended plans. The applicant’s architect 

unimaginatively employed a simplistic cut-and-paste approach to achieve a site plan with 

buildings no taller than 90 feet. The architect cut stories from all 19 towers taller than 90 feet, 

thereby shortening them to nine stories/90 feet, and then it pasted stories onto buildings shorter 

than 90 feet, thereby increasing their height to nine stories/90 feet. Exhibit #1 reveals the end 

result of this cut-and-paste fiasco — a non-tiered, very institutional "dormitory style" 

development where nearly all buildings are nine stories tall (see particularly page 4).  

 

If the tiered approach that the architect employed in both the applicant’s original 2011 plans and 

its 2017 amended plans is a best practice architectural design for large mixed-use projects on the 

water’s edge, then the architect’s 2015 alternate 90-foot plans represent just the opposite, a worst 

practice design; the 2015 alternate 90-foot plans are a design and massing failure. Remarkably, 

even the applicant has expressed its distaste for such an unattractive "dormitory 

style" development. Back in 2009, in response to a proposal that would have imposed a 65-foot 

building height limit at Point Wells and a limit on the number of units, the applicant’s attorney 

wrote, in a Sept. 24, 2009, letter to the County Council: 

 

Such "limitations would also dictate exactly the type of project design in which [the 

applicant] is not at all interested. Buildings not much taller than the existing tanks would 

blanket the site, ... forcing a very institutional "dormitory style" development. Even if 

economically justifiable, [the applicant] is not interested in that kind of unimaginative and 

unattractive development.” 

 

III. Your recommendation. 

 

Because the applicant and its architect employed the tiered approach both in the original 2011 

plans and in the 2017 amended plans, they obviously must believe that a tiered approach is the 

best, most innovative architectural design for the Point Wells Urban Center located on the 

water’s edge. Note that the architect, Perkins+Will, is known for its innovative designs; per its 

website, it was honored earlier this year "as One of the World’s Most Innovative Companies in 

Architecture.” 

 



I am asking that you recommend to PDS and the applicant that, if the maximum building height 

at Point Wells is determined to be 90 feet, then, to retain the tiered approach already employed 

by the applicant and its architect, simply provide that all buildings in the 2017 amended plans 

that are less than 90 feet in height should either stay at their depicted height or be reduced in 

height, but under no circumstances should such shorter buildings be increased in height. Such a 

recommendation will, if adopted, avoid the type of unimaginative, unattractive, very 

institutional, "dormitory-style" development that even the applicant has gone on record as 

opposing.  

 

As it seems likely that the maximum building height at Point Wells is 90 feet (see above 

discussion), your recommendation will help guide PDS and the applicant as the project gets 

revised to conform to the 90-foot maximum. Should 90 feet indeed be the maximum building 

height, your recommendation will ensure a tiered development on the water’s edge, with 90-foot 

towers in the rear and the shortest buildings in front nearest the water. 

 

I respectfully request that the Design Review Board make the following written recommendation 

to PDS and the applicant of the proposed Point Wells Urban Center development: 

 

DESIGN REVIEW BOARD RECOMMENDATION 

 

If the maximum building height for the proposed Point Wells Urban Center is determined 

to be 90 feet (requiring that 19 buildings taller than 90 feet be reduced in height), then, to 

retain the tiered approach employed in the applicant’s 2017 amended plans, provide that 

the 26 buildings shorter than 90 feet shall remain the height shown in the 2017 amended 

plans or preferably be reduced in height (but shall not be increased in height), as follows: 

— NORTH VILLAGE  

NV-L1 (3 stories), NV-L2 (5 stories), NV-L3 (5 stories);  

— CENTRAL VILLAGE 

CV-L1 (3 stories), CV-L2 (3 stories), CV-L3 (3 stories), CV-L4 (3 stories), CV-L5 (3 

stories), CV-L6 (3 stories), CV-L7 (5 stories), CV-L8 (5 stories), CV-L9 (5 stories), CV-

L10 (5 stories), CV-L11 (6 stories), CV-L12 (6 stories), CV-L13 (6 stories);   

— SOUTH VILLAGE 

SV-L1 (3 stories), SV-L2 (3 stories), SV-L3 (3 stories), SV-L4 (3 stories), SV-L5 (3 

stories), SV-L6 (4 stories), SV-L7 (4 stories), SV-T5 (8 stories), SV-T6 (8 stories); and  

— URBAN PLAZA 

UP-T4 (8 stories). 

 

Thank you. 

 

Tom McCormick 

Richmond Beach resident 

 

Attachments (all in one PDF file): 

 

— Exhibit #1 (five pages): The applicant’s 2015 alternate 90-foot plans 



— Exhibit #2 (two pages): Pages 32-33 of PDS's Oct. 6, 2017 Review Completion Letter 

— Exhibit #3 (two pages): A page from the applicant’s 2017 amended plans marked to show the 

number of stories per building, and a screen shot from the applicant’s flyover video  
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